The neglect of somatoform disorders by old age psychiatry: some explanations and suggestions for future research.
The somatoform disorders have long been ignored by old age psychiatry. The main aim of this paper is to identify and examine possible reasons for this neglect. A selective review of the general literature on somatoform disorders. Significant conceptual, diagnostic and classificatory problems have impeded the consideration of somatoform disorders in older people. There is a perception that somatoform disorders are infrequent and have not been validated as independent clinical disorders. However, we present evidence that the more broadly defined somatoform disorders are common in all age groups in primary care and meet criteria for the determination of clinical validity. General difficulties in the assessment of psychiatric disorders in primary care, the setting in which somatoform disorders are most common, are compounded by a lack of support from old age psychiatry services. Effective psychological therapies may not be readily available to sufferers. There is a need for change in the conceptualisation and nosology of the somatoform disorders. The formulation of age appropriate diagnostic criteria and presentations is a prerequisite for determining the clinical validity of these disorders in older people. This can be followed by study of their frequency, associated risk factors and treatment. A system of education that enhances the management of these disorders within primary care and old age psychiatry services is needed.